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Abstract 
 
Migration, global mobility and language learning are well established as independent and 
interrelated fields of study. With nearly one fifth of children in British primary schools 
classed as speakers of English as an Additional Language (EAL), there remains much to 
explore in the field of heritage language research. This paper reports on a survey of 212 
heritage language families and ten family interviews with families who, though not living in 
isolation, are not part of large, well-established, local communities. The study reported here 
H[SORUHV WKH IDPLOLHV¶DWWLWXGHV WRZDUGVKHULWDJH ODQJXDJHGHYHORSPHQW and their efforts to 
maintain, support or develop the heritage language in their families. The paper puts forward 
an original framework which can be used to conceptualise how different uses and perceptions 
of the heritage language use may be linked to identity, and concludes with recommendations 
on how relatively isolated heritage language families and their small community networks 
may be better supported to enable children more fully to benefit from the advantages of their 
multilingual, multicultural capital. 
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Introduction 
 
Migration, global mobility and language learning are well established independent and 
interrelated fields of study (Norton, 2013; Blackledge and Creese, 2010). Nevertheless, 
FXUUHQWSROLWLFDODQGHFRQRPLFFOLPDWHVJLYHQHZULVH WRFRQFHSWVVXFKDV³VXSHU-GLYHUVLW\´
(Vertovec, 2007), with, for example,  the 2016 UK EU Referendum and the triggering of 
Article 50 further illuminating issues of belonging, heritage language, and identity. With 
nearly one in five (19.4%) children in the English primary school system being classed as a 
speaker of English as an additional language (Tinsley and Board, 2016), heritage language 
research will need to grow in order to engage with new questions of a reshaped European 
Union and increasingly diverse multilingual communities. Whilst there exists a body of 
research focussing on heritage language speakers in comparatively large communities in the 
England (see e.g. Kenner et al, 2008; Sneddon, 2000, Al-Azami et al, 2010), as well as on 
translanguaging and spatial multilingualism in specific public spaces (see e.g. Blackledge and 
Creese, 2017; Blackledge, Creese and Hu, 2016), the experiences in the home of families 
who are not a part of identified languages communities are less well documented. In order to 
address this gap, this paper reports on a study which asked: 
 
How do isolated heritage language families living in England experience heritage language 
development, both within the family, and in relation to their extended communities? 
 
What resources and levels of support do heritage language families seek to provide for their 
young children? 
 
Terminology 
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The terminology surrounding language learning is multi-faceted and often contested. 
:KLOH WKH WHUPµPXOWLOLQJXDOLVP¶ is long-standing in the literature (see e.g. Blackledge and 
Creese, 2010), authors such as Marshall and Moore (2013) argue for a differentiation 
between the individual and the wider social context. They argue for the term µplurilingualism¶ 
DVµWKHGLVWLQFWDVSHFWVRILQGLYLGXDOUHSHUWRLUHVDQGDJHQF\¶0DUVKDOODQG0RRUH2013, p. 
474), a more appropriate definition that µPXOWLOLQJXDOLVP¶ZKLFK they argue UHIHUVWRµEURDGHU
VRFLDOFRQWH[WV¶ LELGSimilarly, the Council of Europe (2001) refers to plurilingualism as 
SDUW RI D SHUVRQ¶V µOLQJXLVWLF DQG FXOWXUDO ELRJUDSK\¶ S  DQG IXUWKHUPRUH OLQNV
plurilingualism expressly to the formation of identity.  
 
For the purposes of this paper, heritage language is defined as WKH µLQWHUJHQHUDWLRQDO
transmission oI D ODQJXDJH¶ %DNHU  S  LH a language that filters through the 
family. Gollan, Starr and Ferreira (2015) point out that successful heritage language 
development may rely on more than just the immediate family, citing the importance of a 
community of speakers. Exploring the stories of families who do not necessarily have access 
to such a community is the purpose of this paper. Furthermore, Blackledge and Creese (2010) 
problematise the notion of µheritage¶, arguing that it is more complex than sLPSO\DµSDVVLQJ
RQ¶RIODQJXDJHRUFXOWXUDOYDOXHV, and is instead linked to complex notions of identity as well 
as language, which fits well with the research presented here. In line with their argument, this 
paper critically reports original research involving parents and children, sharing their views 
and experiences, leading to a framework for conceptualising heritage language as linked to 
identity. While the various heritage languages in the study undoubtedly have a different status 
in society (Seals and Peyton, 2016), the point of this exploratory research was to understand 
better the variety of emotional attachments to language and attempts and reasons for 
involving children in its learning, forming the basis for potential future research. 
 4 
 
This paper discusses the literature around heritage language and identity before exploring 
previous studies of heritage language development in the home. To contextualise the socio-
political context, the paper then briefly outlines the role of heritage language learning in the 
English state system. Literacy and policy documents form the background for a rigorous, 
empirical study with 212 heritage language families living in England, before suggesting an 
original conceptual framework of heritage language as linked to identity.  
 
Heritage language and identity 
 
The links between identity and language learning have been explored by numerous authors 
(Blackledge and Creese, 2010; Block, 2009; Norton, 2013). Both Block and Norton 
approached the subject with first-generation language learners, Norton in particular addressed 
the notions of investment, identity and imagined communities (Norton, ibid). These notions 
centre around the cRQFHSWRIµEHFRPLQJ¶ RUµPRYLQJWRZDUGV¶DQLGHQWLW\WKDWLVHQYLVDJHGE\
the language learner themselves. In second-ODQJXDJH DFTXLVLWLRQ *DUGQHU DQG /DPEHUW¶V
 QRWLRQ RI µLQWHJUDWLYHQHVV¶ has long dominated the academic narrative around 
ODQJXDJH OHDUQHUV¶ VHOYHV DQG LGHQWLW\ FRQVWUXFWLRQ ,Q PRUH UHFHQW \HDUV KRZHYHU
reseaUFKHUVKDYHSUREOHPDWL]HGWKHQRWLRQRID ODQJXDJHµEHORQJLQJ¶WRRQHVSHFLILFFXOWXUH
(see e.g. Davidson, Guénette and Simard, 2016). Czubinska (2017) explores the 
SV\FKRORJLFDO DQG SV\FKRDQDO\WLFDO LPSOLFDWLRQV DWWDFKHG WR PDLQWDLQLQJ RQH¶V KRPH
languageDQGFRQVLGHUV WKHGHYHORSPHQWRI µSUH- and post-PLJUDWLRQVHOYHV¶6KHGHVFULEHV
the confusion in immigrant families, where children may not be aware of the emotional 
attachment and links to identity the home language may hold for the parent. 
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A parent¶s first language (the heritage language) may play a different role for the children. As 
Blackledge DQG&UHHVHSRLQWRXWµ´heritage´ may become a site at which identities are 
contested, UDWKHU WKDQ LPSRVHG XQSUREOHPDWLFDOO\¶ (p. 166). Such contestation can invite 
friction. Some parents expect their children to learn the heritage language to µmaintain¶ a 
cultural or ethnic identity, or µconnect¶ with certain cultural values (Lee, 2002). Mu (2014) 
links KHULWDJH ODQJXDJH OHDUQLQJ WR ERWK 1RUWRQ¶V LQYHVWPHQW WKHRU\ 1RUWRQ, 2013) and 
%RXUGLHX¶VFRQFHSWRIFDSLWDO%RXUGLHX %RXUGLHXDUJXHVWKDWµRQO\ZKHQWKH
KHULWDJHKDVWDNHQRYHUWKHLQKHULWRUFDQWKHLQKHULWRUWDNHRYHUWKHLQKHULWDQFH¶(p. 152), and 
WKDWWKHUHLVµQRWKLQJLQHYLWDEOHDERXWLW¶SAlthough language and cultural values may 
be inextricably linked, they are experienced individually and separately by different family 
members, and need to be explored as relational, rather than individually distinct, aspects of 
identity formation.  
 
Chinese families LQ 0X¶V  VWXG\ expressed their view that the maintenance of the 
Chinese language was something which maintained cultural and social links, and had 
potential financial impact, in job prospects and enhanced mobility. Thus, the heritage 
language learners find themselves with an inherited multicultural identity through birth, yet 
they may experience a monolingual, monocultural identity. Their efforts ± RU WKHLUSDUHQWV¶
effortVDUHOHVVDERXWµEHFRPLQJ¶DQGPRUHDERXWµUHPDLQLQJ¶RUµUHWXUQLQJ¶± holding on to 
language, culture and customs. However, not all young heritage language learners appreciate 
the heritage language while they are learning it, and only consider it part of their identity 
retrospectively (Mu and Dooley, 2015). Similarly, not all parents attach the same value to 
their own language, as evidenced by Gogonas and Kirsch (2016), whose participants had 
varying views regarding the maintenance of Greek within a trilingual (German, French, 
English) community context in Luxembourg. 
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,Q WKHILHOGRIKHULWDJH ODQJXDJHHGXFDWLRQ\RXQJHUFKLOGUHQ¶V perceptions remain a gap in 
the literature.  Melo-Pfeifer (2015) suggests that this may be because of difficulties in data 
collection from younger age groups, something this study seeks to address.  
 
Supporting Heritage Languages at Home 
 
For over a century, researchers have been interested in how families seek to support multiple 
languages (Ronjat, 1913). Who speaks which language at home can have emotional 
consequences, where the heritage language parent may feel obliged to take on the role of a 
language teacher, rather than a parent (Okita, 2002). Several families in the study adopted a 
strategy where one parent might use both the heritage language and English (De Houwer, 
2006, Yamamoto, 2001).  Song (2016) describes how families use both Korean and American 
to facilitate children¶VPHDQLQJ-making process, and how children may prefer certain words 
in one language, even though they know them in both. Gregory (1998), in the context of 
literacy development, points to the important role siblings may have in brokering 
development, although, in a heritage language context, siblings are often responsible for 
facilitating the environmental or school language, rather than the heritage language (see e.g. 
Guardado, 2002) 
 
Families utilise multiple resources to support heritage language development, including 
books (Cho and Krashen, 2000), technology, such as television, DVDs,  social networking 
(Szecsi and Szilagyi, 2012), and community schools (Mu and Dooley, 2015). The use of such 
resources both facilitates heritage language and literacy development, and, depending on the 
resources, helps to maintain links with family abroad, or assists in exploring cultural roots. 
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Supporting Heritage Language Speakers in Primary Schools  
 
 
The annual review of language education trends in UK by Tinsley and Board (2016) focused 
on home languages for the first time in 2016. While some school staff spoke a community 
language, most focused on encouraging a multicultural school community (rather than 
providing specific lessons or support for community languages). Some schools cited lack of 
resources and expertise, or did not see supporting the home language as WKH VFKRRO¶V
responsibility. 7LQVOH\DQG%RDUGLELGIRXQGµthree quarters of schools with high levels of 
EAL pupils having no involvement in [the teaching RIFRPPXQLW\ODQJXDJHV@DWDOO¶ (p. 67). 
7LQVOH\ DQG %RDUG¶V VWXG\ illuminates the fragmented, unstable provision and support for 
heritage languages in England, which relies on enthusiastic and informed individuals. For 
children and their families, home and school may occupy distinct language spheres. 
 
Kenner et al (2008) describe a study of primary school-aged children from a Bangladeshi 
background, some of whom accessed the curriculum in Bengali and English, with after-
school lessons in Bengali. Some children came to view Bengali as part of their identity, and 
their learning, understanding, and knowledge were enhanced as a result. Such opportunities 
are missed when bilingual children are viewed through a deficit-lens, focusing only on 
increasing the level of English to the point where curriculum learning criteria are met. As in 
KenneU¶VVWXG\WKHFKLOGUHQof the families interviewed for this study spoke fluent English, 
ZRUNLQJDWWKHQDWLRQDOFXUULFXOXP¶VH[SHFWHGOHYHORUDKHDGRILWThey are often invisible as 
heritage language speakers who do not necessarily showcase their heritage language skills at 
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school, thus risking a negative influence on their constructed identities as plurilingual, 
pluricultural individuals. 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
This study, although not necessarily small-scale, is nevertheless intended as exploratory, as 
heritage ODQJXDJH IDPLOLHV¶ OLYHV DUH particularly complex. As such, the families are not 
intended to be representative of their respective country, language, or family composition; 
however, gathering views from a wide variety of cultural and linguistic contexts drew out 
different views and ideas. The research design therefore remains interpretive, despite the 
quantitative element of the study, which was used to explore key themes and ideas as the 
basis for family interviews.  
 
%XFNLQJKDP  VWDWHV WKDW µLGHQWLW\ LV DQ DPELJXRXV DQG VOLSSHU\ WHUP¶ S  ,Q D
µVXSHU-GLYHUVH¶society (Vertovec, 2007), a study on identity therefore needs to acknowledge 
a complexity of contexts. However, while Goffman (1990) suggests that this may lead to a 
IUDJPHQWHGLGHQWLW\RUPXOWLSOHVHOYHV*LGGHQVDUJXHVWKDWSHRSOHKDYHDµGLVWLQFWLYH
self-identity which positively incorporates elements from different settings into an integrated 
QDUUDWLYH¶S7KLVVWXG\H[SORUHVKRZIDmily narratives around language, and attitudes 
WRZDUGVODQJXDJHPD\OLQNWRLGHQWLW\&DGXULFRQVLGHUVWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIµWUXWK¶LQ
qualitative research which is largely dependent on narratives, and argues that there is an 
epistemic entitlement to a claim to knowledge, since, even though it may be impossible to 
YHULI\ WKH µWUXWK¶ RI VWDWHPHQWV WKDW DUH SDUW RI D VXEMHFWLYH H[SHULHQFH WKH ZD\ SHRSOH
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remember and choose to recount these experiences is nevertheless of interest. This study 
therefore acknowledges that families may have chosen ± either consciously or subconsciously 
- what to share in interviews (Caduri, 2013); however, the interviews were designed to 
explore experiences from the viewpoint of numerous family members, allowing for 
triangulation and lending credibility to the data. 
 
The study gathered questionnaire data from 212 families and in depth interviews with ten 
families. The questionnaire was developed online, and piloted with two heritage language 
parents who were personal contacts. Subsequently, the questionnaire was initially shared via 
online fora and social media groups focusing on bilingual or multilingual parenting, and from 
there shared freely E\ VRPH RI WKH JURXS¶V SDUWLFLSDQWV ZLWKLQ WKHLU RZQ contexts. These 
shares were out of my control, and, independently of data collected, shed some light on the 
ways in which heritage language families use social media to connect to other like-minded 
people. The online shares were responsible, for example, for the strong representation of 
Swedish families (13 out of 212), since a participant shared the questionnaire in a group 
aimed at Swedish parents in Britain. For this exploratory study, it was deemed important to 
identify a sample group of participants who were motivated and interested in sharing their 
views and experiences in detail in long, text-based comments in the questionnaire, which 
ensured the data were rich and meaningful. 
 
Questionnaire 
 
The study adopted a mixed-method approach, an online questionnaire which gathered 
TXDOLWDWLYH DQG TXDQWLWDWLYH GDWD RQ IDPLOLHV¶ LGHDV LGHDOV SHUFHSWLRQV DQG SUDFWLFHV
surrounding their heritage languages at home and school, several of which linked back to 
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identity construction. Some questions were answered by a Likert Scale or multiple choice, 
others were open-ended, encouraging families to share more detail about their situation, 
outlining language skills, how language is used in the home, who speaks which language with 
whom, etc. A specific sub-set of questions on technology use forms the basis for a different 
paper (Little, in preparation). The majority of respondents lived in England, with a small 
number from other countries. To reduce ambiguity in the findings, responses from families 
outside England were excluded, since participants living in England would share the same 
geo-political context and the children experience a similar education system. Therefore, 
children in the study would have started school aged 5, with many having undergone the 
µ5HFHSWLRQ¶ \HDU IURP DJH  LQ DFFRUGDQFH ZLWK WKH (QJOLVK VFKRRO V\VWHP Overall, 268 
questionnaire responses were submitted, removal of double entries, empty entries and 
responses from other countries left 212 responses available for analysis.    
 
 
Interviews 
 
The online questionnaire included the option to volunteer to be interviewed. For the purposes 
of this study, volunteers with children of primary school age (age 5-11) were selected. The 
thirteen families fitting these criteria were contacted, resulting in ten interviews, all 
conducted via Skype, recorded, and transcribed in full. Seitz (2016) points out that in-depth 
connections may be difficult to achieve via Skype, especially in relation to complex or 
emotional questions. This is not necessarily true for heritage language families, who may 
well be familiar with the technology. For nine out of ten families interviewed, Skype was 
familiar to both adults and children, typically used to maintain contact with family members 
living abroad. In all interviews, the mother was present, in seven interviews, children were 
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present, and in two interviews, fathers were present. The actual interviews lasted 
approximately 45 minutes per family, although discussion sometimes continued beyond the 
official interview schedule, particularly where parents asked for further details about research 
in the field, or asked for resource ideas. These conversations have not been included in the 
analysis, but were viewed as an ethical way to recognise the time they spent on the study 
(Bagley, Reynolds and Nelson, 2007). 
 
Data analysis 
 
The data comprise quantitative responses from 212 questionnaires, text responses from open-
ended questionnaire items, and ten family interviews.  Analytical tools were designed to 
support a structured coding framework, adding rigour through a systematic approach, while 
remaining open to unanticipated findings from qualitative data. Developing a robust coding 
framework can be the most time consuming part of a study (Keys Adair and Pastori, 2011), 
but is especially important when the study is large-scale, or, in this case, intended to form the 
basis for further studies. Data collection mirrored the areas of the literature review, exploring 
WKH IDPLOLHV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIKHULWDJH ODQJXDJH OHDUQLQJDW home and at school, focusing on 
resources and the interrelationship of these factors in relation to identity. Emotional and 
pragmatic attitudes were identified. Likert scales in the questionnaire allowed for ranking, 
where families indicated how important certain aspects were to them. This facilitated coding 
onto a scale, ranging from essential to peripheral. Text-based comments allowed for detailed 
responses to explain family choices, and identify additional sub-themes within the areas of 
home, school and identity. In the discussion of findings below, quantitative questionnaire 
data are given in percentages as a means to provide background information, and to plot the 
qualitative responses against the larger overall sample, thus triangulating the findings. Quotes 
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are provided verbatim, leaving intact any minor grammatical or vocabulary-related 
inconsistencies, so as to accurately represent the level of English among participants, and 
maintain their original voice in the research. Any names provided are pseudonyms. 
 
Ethical considerations 
 
An explanatory paragraph introduced the web-based questionnaire by outlining the research 
and intended publication outcomes. It was clearly stated that completion of the questionnaire 
implied consent for data to be used in the study. Information sheets and consent forms, using 
language and imagery appropriate for young children and non-native speakers were used for 
family interviews. Participants were encouraged to ask further questions and discuss any 
concerns when interviewed. The youngest child actively participating in interviews was seven 
years old, although some younger children were present but did not actively participate.  
 
Parents and children were actively encouraged to engage in a dialogue where HDFK RWKHU¶V 
perceptions and attitudes might be challenged, presenting a particular ethical concern. 
Beauchamp and Childress (20 VXJJHVW WKDW DXWRQRP\ µIUHH IURP ERWK FRQWUROOLQJ
LQWHUIHUHQFHE\RWKHUVDQGIURPOLPLWDWLRQV¶SLVDYLWDOHWKLFDOSULQFLSOHWREHREVHUYHG
This presents a challenge when parents may exert an influence; parents in two families 
suggested prior to the interviews WKDW WKHLUFKLOGUHQPLJKWQRW µVD\ZKDW\RXZDQW WRKHDU¶
The importance of free discussion was stressed in the information sheet which highlighted the 
importance of genuine and non-fabricated experiences, and actively encouraged parents to 
give their children the space to share their views.  
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Discussion of Findings 
 
Family composition 
 
Of the 212 families, 85% were in households with two parents present. In 38% of all families, 
both parents had a first language other than English ± in 12% of all families, this was the 
same language, in 26%, both parents spoke different first languages. Forty-three percent of all 
families had two parents, one of whom was an English native speaker ± the largest group of 
respondents. In 4% of the families, both parents spoke English as their first language ± a 
number equal to the single parent households with English as a first language (4%). In both 
these groups, the heritage language was supported to communicate with grandparents. In 9% 
of families, a single parent spoke a first language other than English, whereas in 6% of 
families, a single parent identified as speaking English as a first language, but still supported 
a heritage language with the children. 
 
The languages spoken by the participating families in this exploratory study were diverse, 
with over 40 languages spoken across 212 families. Seventy families (33%) spoke two or 
more non-English languages in the home, to varying degrees. The largest language groups 
represented Western European languages (e.g. 13 Swedish-speaking families, 20 German-
speaking families), with a robust representation of Eastern European languages (e.g. 6 Polish-
speaking families, 4 Hungarian, 4 Czech). Mandarin Chinese (6 families), Cantonese (3 
families) and Urdu (4 families) were the largest Asian language groups represented. Some 
IDPLOLHV UHVLVWHG LGHQWLI\LQJDVEHLQJSDUWRI DFHUWDLQ µODQJXDJHJURXS¶ HVSHFLDOO\)UHQFK-
speaking families, which ranged in origin from several African countries to the Caribbean, 
Canada, and France. This is important when we consider links between language and identity, 
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and ties in with criticism of Gardner DQG /DPEHUW¶V  FRQFHSW RI µLQWHJUDWLYHQHVV¶ LQ
migration and language learning (Davidson, Guénette and Simard, 2016). 
 
Parental descriptions of their heritage-language speaking children 
 
While the ages of children varied from two months to 21 years, the vast majority of families 
had at least one child of compulsory education age for England (age 5-18), and most had at 
least one child aged between 5 and 11 years (the age of compulsory primary schooling in 
England). In a free-text response, parents shared information about the children in their 
household, and their knowledge of, or attitude towards, the heritage language(s) across 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Oral/aural skills were considered better developed 
in most children than reading and writing, and listening, reading (i.e. receptive skills) were 
considered better developed than speaking and writing: 
 
Son, 10 confident speaker although makes grammatical errors. Slow but confident in 
reading and writing. Son, 8 understands the language but avoids using it if he can. 
Finnish spelling follows English pattern. Does not want to read Finnish. Daughter,3 
speaks English only to all the family members but happily speaks basic Finnish to an 
aupair and wider family members. 
 
Son, 14 years old, fluent Urdu speaker. Listening is good but struggle in reading and 
writing. Love to speak Urdu with family and grandparents. Daughter, 10 years old, 
fluent Urdu speaker, listening is good but struggle in reading and writing. Love to 
speak Urdu with family and grandparents. Son 5 years old. Can speak short sentences 
and can read Roman Urdu. Listening is good but struggle with Urdu writing. 
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(Free-text questionnaire responses) 
 
These typical comments show that the participants were generally DZDUHRI WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶V
heritage language development. The examples above illustrate that, while language use in 
heritage language families is already complex, additional complexities develop in families 
with multiple children (Gollan, Starr, Ferreira, 2015). Younger siblings are often influenced 
by older siblings, who spend much of their time in a majority English-speaking environment 
at school. This often leads to siblings speaking English to each other, tipping the balance of 
language use in the family and making it harder to maintain the heritage language (Guardado, 
2002). In the current study, this is not always the case, with some children embracing their 
role as heritage language speaker for younger siblings. In the family interviews, one 9-year-
old boy said µ,VSHDNFrench to this OLWWOHGHYLOKHUH¶, referring to his 3-year-old brother. In the 
same interview, the mother commented: µevery so often, a lot actually, [Lucas] speaks 
English to Enzo [age 3@DQGWKDW¶VVRUWRIYHU\FRQIXVLQJEHFDXVHKHJHWV(QJOLVKDQG)UHQFK
from Lucas¶. 7KLVFRPPHQWLQUHPLQLVFHQWRI*UHJRU\¶s (1998) finding that siblings function 
as literacy brokers, transferred, in this case, to the role of language brokers ± it also illustrates 
a differentiated perception of language use between members of the family.  
 
3DUHQWV¶GHVLUHGlanguage outcomes for children 
 
Parents were asked how proficient they were hoping their child would become in the heritage 
language ± since the children in the study were still rather young, this was viewed as an 
indicator of parental attitude and determination in relation to the heritage language. 
Responses were rated on a Likert Scale, with options (see Table 1) decreasing in levels of 
control. The final option µI will be led by my child in this¶, was included to gauge whether 
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parents were willing to completely place the choice of heritage language development in their 
FKLOGUHQ¶VKDQGV± and at what level of language development this would occur (Mu, 2014). 
All four skills were presented at several levels, ranging from basic/minimum, to advanced, 
with a final option suggesting fully equal status of both (or all) languages. 
 
 Absolute 
Minimum 
I am 
definitely 
aiming for 
this 
I am 
aiming for 
this 
I am 
hoping for 
this 
I will be led 
by my child 
in this 
Basic verbal 
(listening/speaking) 
communication 
58% 24.6% 9.2% 5.3% 2.9% 
Being able to hold a 
good conversation, 
including more 
complex topics 
26.3% 46.9% 12.4% 9.6% 4.7% 
A good amount of 
verbal vocabulary 
30.8% 44.7% 14.4% 5.8% 4.3% 
A solid understanding 
of grammar rules 
16.2% 29% 27.6% 17.6% 9.5% 
Being able to read 
basics (books a few 
years below their 
actual age) 
33.3% 32.4% 16.2% 11.8% 6.4% 
Advanced reading 16.2% 33.3% 19% 18.1% 13.3% 
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(books at their actual 
reading level, or no 
more than two years 
below) 
Basic writing 
(standard sentences, 
basic composition, 
errors in spelling) 
28.6% 32% 18.9% 14.1% 6.3% 
Advanced writing 
(composing own texts, 
almost secure spelling, 
one or two years 
below English level) 
12.4% 28.2% 19.6% 21.5% 18.2% 
Fully equal status of 
both languages 
10.3% 24.5% 12.7% 21.6% 30.6% 
Table 3DUHQWV¶GHVLUHGODQJXDJHRXWFRPHVIRUWKHLUFKLOGUHQ 
PDUHQWV¶H[SHFWDWLRQVDQGGHVLUHVlargely triangulated and confirmed the descriptions they had 
already given of their children. Basic verbal commuQLFDWLRQVNLOOVZHUHPDUNHGDVµDEVROXWH
PLQLPXP¶ by 58% of families, with only 3% stating that this would be child-led. The higher 
the skills set, the more parents were willing to relinquish control ± while 12% of parents 
stated LW DV DQ µDEVROXWHPLQLPXP¶ that their child will have advanced writing skills in the 
heritage language, 18% stated that they would be led by their children. Of particular interest 
is the final category ± fully equal status of both languages. This notion of balanced 
bilingualism is problematised by Baker (2011), ZKRUHIHUVWRLWDVDQµLGHDOLVHGFRQFHSW¶S
8) and points out that this may mean a low equal status of both languages. Nevertheless, 
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1 RI SDUHQWV YLHZ WKLV DV WKH µDEVROXWH PLQLPXP¶ IRU WKHLU FKLOGUHQ +RZHYHU WKH
category did also feature the highest child-led percentage (30.6%). Since each individual 
language had only a small number of representatives, the data were not compared across 
groups ± this may form the basis for a larger and more fully quantitative study at a later date. 
 
The impact of compulsory (English) schooling on the heritage language 
 
The question of schooling was originally intended to be picked up in interviews only, to 
explore fully the relationship between home and school. Therefore, no questionnaire items 
specifically asked about school. However, fifteen questionnaire respondents mentioned 
school as part of an invitation to submit additional comments; six highlighted school as a way 
to differentiate spheres of language use, and the remaining nine focused specifically on the 
influence school had on WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V language development, both in English and the 
heritage language. In all cases, the use of English had increased greatly, with some parents 
reporting WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶Vreluctance to use the heritage language after a few months at school. 
 
since starting school, she speaks less German than she used to do (About daughter, 7) 
 
After entering school, she is dominant in English and began to lose conversation skills 
in Chinese. (About daughter, 13) 
 
Only one family reported the use of English their son engaged in after entering pre-school as 
positive: 
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He [3 years old]  started preschool a few weeks ago and his level of proficiency 
increased immediately. We do not use English at home but he speaks in sentences now 
maybe at a level of a 2 years old. He understands much more than he speaks, 
although he says he does not want to learn and speak English more because he has 
nothing more to tell to his teachers and peers. While he is happy to chat in Hungarian 
with us. 
 
7KHFKLOG¶VFRPPXQLFDWLYHQHHGVDQGSHUFHSWLRQVseem to be influencing his willingness to 
engage with the languages in his life. At his young age, he identifies no pragmatic reason to 
learn English, while there remains an emotional attachment to Hungarian as a means of 
family communicationDQGWKXVZRUWK\RIµLQYHVWPHQW¶1RUWRQ. 
 
7KHVFKRRO¶VDWWLWXGH WRwards the heritage language was discussed in all family interviews. 
2YHUDOO IDPLOLHV HFKRHG7LQVOH\ DQG %RDUG¶V  ILQGLQJV reporting that schools either 
encouraged a generic interest in multiculturalism, or were ambivalent, with the heritage 
language not featuring at all in communications with the school. One mother commented 
 
They [the school]  mainly focus on English. My daughter just speaks and tries to teach 
them >«@ KRZWRFRXQWLQ-DSDQHVHDQGWKH\GRQ¶WVWRSKHUGRLQJWKLQJVOLNHWKDW%XW
DWWKHVDPHWLPHWKH\GRQ¶WHQFRXUDJHKHU 
Japanese Mother of 5-year-old girl, interview 
 
Such ambivalence VHUYHV WR VHSDUDWH WKH FKLOGUHQ¶V KRPH DQG VFKRRO OLIH FUHDWLQJ distinct 
spheres of belonging and identity. There was no evidence in the study of a school actively 
facilitating the heritage language, PLUURULQJ7LQVOH\DQG%RDUG¶VILQGLQJV 
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Since this study focuses explicitly on more isolated heritage language families, only one 
PRWKHU VWDWHG WKDW WKHUH ZHUH FKLOGUHQ VSHDNLQJ WKH VDPH KHULWDJH ODQJXDJH DW KHU FKLOG¶V
school, and English remained the language of communication, again supporting Tinsley and 
%RDUG¶V LELG notion that children may develop distinct spheres of language in home and 
school:  
 
$QGHYHQDW>«@ his current state school, there are some Chinese kids too that I know 
WKH\ VSHDN &KLQHVH DW KRPH EXW ZKHQ WKH\¶UH SOD\LQJ WRJHWKHU ,¶OO HQFRXUDJH WKHP
µVSHDN&KLQHVHVSHDN&KLQHVH¶EXWQRWKH\MXVWVZLWFKEDFNWR(QJOLVKEHFDXVHWKDW¶V
ZKDWWKH\¶UHXVHG WRLW¶VWKHSOD\JURXQGODQJXDJH 
Malaysian mother of 5-year-old boy, interview 
 
,I ZH DGRSW *LGGHQV¶  YLHZ of a single identity with multiple narratives, then the 
FKLOGUHQ¶VSOD\JURXQGQDUUDWLYH LVDW OHDVW OLQJXLVWLFDOO\ UHPRYHGIURPWKHKRPHQDUUDWLYH
despite a shared language. Even when no English-only speaking children were present, 
English remained the language of choice.  
  
Family efforts to support the heritage language 
 
The study focused explicitly on families with no strong specific language community, in 
order to find out the lengths to which these mostly isolated families went to in order to 
support the heritage language, and to address this gap in the literature. One mother explained: 
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I was always keen to meet other Germans [for my son to talk to]  and I never did, I 
even asked people in the street and it usually ended up being a tourist!  
German mother, interview 
 
Over 20% of families in the questionnaire reported making particular efforts to support the 
heritage language, including: self-organised playgroups, get-togethers with other families, a 
language-specific football club, evening classes, Saturday schools, au pairs, parent-taught 
lessons, scheduled Skype sessions, websites, apps and online games, resources purchased 
both online and in-country, long holidays and trips to the heritage-language country. This 
paints a picture already familiar from other studies (Guardado, 2002), but expanding on the 
use of technology, which will be specifically explored in a separate paper (Little, in 
preparation). 
 
Use of heritage language resources 
 
Resources used by families can be described as belonging to three categories 
 
- Entertainment resources for native speakers of the heritage language 
- Learning resources for native speakers of the heritage language (e.g. early learning 
activity books, school-start books, etc.) 
- Foreign language learning materials (mainly websites and YouTube videos) 
 
Resources used by families varied, but followed a similar pattern overall. Books were used on 
a daily or nearly daily basis by 64% of families, with participants describing favourite finds, 
bulk-buying during trips, or ordering online.  
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My husband, and parents, and friends, when they go to Russia, we ask them to bring 
Russian books. Even when they exist in English, we ask for Russian translations.  
Russian-speaking mother of 6-year-old boy, interview 
 
The second-highest resource used was internet-based television (e.g. YouTube), with nearly 
half the families (49%) reporting at least twice-weekly use. Some parents chose programmes 
the child already knows in English, hoping for an emotional link (e.g. Peppa Pig), others 
returned to programmes they themselves remembered from their childhood (e.g. Barbapapa).  
 
Many parents said they used all three types of resources to facilitate the heritage language, 
with foreign language learning materials being largely in the form of websites and YouTube 
videos (Szecsi and Szilagyi, 2012), although at least one family highlighted a specific 
FDWHJRU\RIUHVRXUFHVµ,EX\>ERRNV@IURP&KLQDWKH\DUHWDUJHWHGWRRYHUVHDVFKLOGUHQZKR
are obviously learning Chinese as a secRQG ODQJXDJH¶ 0DOD\VLDQ PRWKHU ZKR KDV FKRVHQ
Chinese as the heritage language for her 5-year-old boy). Some resources (such as certain 
computer games or apps) were used mainly for motivational reasons. One mother explained: 
 
>6@KH¶V TXLWH WHFK VDYY\ >«@ LI WKHUH¶V DQ\ ZD\ , FDQ KRRN KHU LQWHUHVW ZRUG
UHFRJQLWLRQLQ+LQGL\RXNQRZOHDUQLQJWKHDOSKDEHW,¶OOGHILQLWHO\GRP\EHVW. 
Indian mother of 6-year-old girl, interview 
 
Frequently, DQLQWHUHVWRIWKHFKLOGZDVXVHGDVDµKRRN¶WRHQJDJHZLWKWKHKHritage language.  
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I do always encourage him, like he currently got into Minecraft and he wanted You 
7XEHYLGHRVDERXWLWDQG,VDLGµOHW¶VKDYHDORRNLIWKHUHDUHVRPH*HUPDQ<RX7XEH
YLGHRV¶%XW,WKLQNLIOHIWDORQHKHZRXOGQDWXUDOO\JRPRUHIRUWKHEnglish ones. 
German mother of 8-year-old boy, interview 
 
From the interviews, it becomes clear that parents adopt a position of constant vigilance, 
always on the look-out for opportunities to encourage the heritage language. However, not all 
families and generations were united in their endeavours to pursue the heritage language, as 
will be discussed below. 
 
Inter-family tensions 
 
Some families reported tensions in relation to the heritage language, and rifts existed between 
parents and between parents and children, as this interview extract between a Mother and son 
illustrates: 
 
0RWKHU%XWZKHQKHZDVRU,IRUFHGKLPWRVSHDN)UHQFK,ZRXOGWHOOKLPµ,¶P
QRWVSHDNLQJ(QJOLVKWR\RX¶µOf course you can, I know you can speak English¶ and 
WKHUH¶VEHHQDOLWWOHUHEHOOLRQDQGHYHQHYHU\VRRIWHQLWKDSSHQVDVZHOOZKHQ, just 
refuse to speak to Lucas in English ± DQG,GRQ¶WNQRZZKHWKHULW¶VJRRGRUQRW$QG,
thinN \HDK LW¶V PH ZKR ZDQWV /XFDV to speak French, , GRQ¶W WKLQN /XFDV really 
wants to. 
 
Lucas (aged 9, sighing): Here we go again! 
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Mother: Yes, here we go. 
French mother and 9-year-old Lucas, interview 
 
This exchange is illustrative of the attitude described by Mu and Dooley (2015), with heritage 
language learners perceiving that they had to work harder than their monolingual peers. 
/XFDV LV HIIHFWLYHO\ FRQWHVWLQJ WKHQRWLRQRI D µKHULWDJH LGHQWLW\¶ %ODFNOHGJHDQG&UHHVH
2010). As Bourdieu (2000) points out, heritage is not inevitable, it is a complex cycle of 
interaction between the heritage and the inheritor, which may or may not lead to 
identification with that heritage, absorbing it into the multifaceted identity proposed by 
Giddons (1991). Asked how he felt about growing up with two languages, Lucas responded: 
µ, GRQ¶W OLNH LW DW DOO EHFDXVH ,¶P DOZD\V JHWWLQJ DQJU\ ZKHQ , GRQ¶W NQRZ KRZ WR VD\
VRPHWKLQJ $QG RQH GD\ ,¶P OLNH $$5*+ DQG , JHW LQWR D UDJH¶ Another boy (aged 8) 
differentiated between himself (growing up bilingual English/German) and µSURSHU*HUPDQ
FKLOGUHQ¶ All interviewed parents were very competent English speakers. In such 
circumstances, especially when the other parent does not speak the heritage language, the 
need to maintain the heritage language moves from pragmatic to emotional, and may be 
linked with the notion of a pre- and post-migration self, as explored by Czubinska (2017), 
with parents seeking to create links to they consider a vital part of their own identity (Norton, 
2013). Eighty-one percent of parents responding to the questionnaire FRQVLGHUHG LWDV³YHU\
LPSRUWDQW´ RU ³essential´ IRU WKHLU FKLOGUHQ WR OHDUQ WKH KHULWDJH ODQJXDJH µEHFDXVH >WKH\@
FDQQRW LPDJLQH >WKHLU@ FKLOGUHQ QRW VSHDNLQJ WKH KHULWDJH ODQJXDJH¶ :KLOH RWKHU UHDVRQV
given were career-related (increased job prospects, 55%) and family oriented 
(communicating with family members abroad, 86%), the innate expressed desire for the child 
to speak the language of the parent shows a close emotional link to identity formation. 
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Not all families, however, subscribed to emotional links to the heritage identity, mirroring 
findings by Gogonas and Kirsch (2016). In families who spoke multiple languages at home, 
the question as to which languages are passed on to the children was decided through a 
complex interrelationship between access to the language, parental language skills, links to 
identity construction, and perceived usefulness. One mother explained why she chose to teach 
her son Chinese (which only she speaks), rather than Malay (which both parents speak): 
 
So our first language, so Malay is the national language in Malaysia >«@, but 
EDVLFDOO\ ZH ILQG WKDW LW¶V QRW D YHU\ XVHIXO ODQJXDJH RXW RI 0DOD\VLD 6R (QJOLVK
EHLQJ D JRRG ODQJXDJH , WKLQN WKDW¶V P\«DFWXDOO\ WKDW¶V P\ KXVEDQG¶V SULPDU\
language [at home], whereas for me at home I speak both Chinese and English. 
Malaysian mother of 5-year-old boy, interview 
 
In this case, English is the family language when both parents are present, with Chinese 
spoken between mother and son. Malay, though spoken by both parents, is not used at all in 
the family, a decision followed through by the mother, but not fully supported by the father, 
as became clear in the interview, when the father made derogatory comments about Chinese. 
7KLV LV UHPLQLVFHQWRI1RUWRQ¶V (2013) notion of investment ± although in this case, it is a 
lack of investment for the heritage language, in favour of a language spoken by just one 
SDUHQW EXW SURPLVLQJ JUHDWHU µFDSLWDO¶ %RXUGLHX7KLV LV D pragmatic attitude in an 
area where emotion often reigns, inhibiting the affective engagement with identity 
development (Venables et al., 2014).  
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Four parents explained that µlife got in the way¶ of good intentions, with either the children, 
or the parents (or both) finding that there simply was not enough time to dedicate to the 
heritage language. One mother said of her English-native husband 
 
When we first got together, bless him, he even went out and bought a Hindi-English 
phrase book and he had a little notebook and he was making notes and I was actively 
helping him. But you know, then ,GRQ¶W NQRZZKDWKDSSHQLQJ OLIHJHWV LQ WKHZD\
and he does get busy and you have to consciously allow time for that to develop and 
build, and, yes, it just got lost in the system. 
Indian mother of 6-year-old girl, interview 
 
In this family, pragmatism won over emotion ± if the level of English of the heritage 
language parent is particularly high, the heritage language is not essential to family 
communications, resulting in the peripheralisation of heritage language. In another family, 
the mother was pushed into being the only German-speaking influence ± even though the 
IDWKHU XQGHUVWRRG *HUPDQ KH ZRXOG QRW VSHDN LW µ+H GRHVQ¶W OLNH VSHDNLQJ LQ *HUPDQ ,
GRQ¶WNQRZZK\+HGRHVQ¶WOLNHWKHODQJXDJH,WKLQN¶*HUPDQ-speaking mother of 5-year-
old girl, interview). The language respondents used to describe friction and discontent spoke 
of confusion, similar to the findings of Czubinska (2017). It also showed that reasons behind 
language choices and preferences were unexplored in families. In most families, English had 
been WKHµOLQJXDIUDQFD¶ZLWKSDUWQHUVEHIRUHFKLOGUHQZHUHERUQ 
 
Well because we lived together for a long time before having the kids English was our 
language, and changing that now to something else is really, really strange. 
German mother of 8-year-old son, interview 
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It is possible that the sudden introduction of the heritage language was confusing for partners, 
too, changing the perception they had of their partners, an area worthy of further exploration. 
 
Conclusion ± a conceptual framework of heritage language identities 
 
This study highlights the complex motivations for heritage language learning in which can be 
considered in terms of a conceptual framework of heritage language identities (see Figure 1).  
 
 
 
  
 
Figure 1: A conceptual framework of heritage language identities 
 
Engagement with the heritage language is often influenced by how each parent perceives 
their place ± and those of their children ± within the conceptual framework. None of the 
 28 
families in this study fell into the essential/pragmatic category, where the heritage language 
is necessary for survival, such as children translating for parents. (DFKOHDUQHU¶VDQGIDPLO\¶V
position on the framework will influence their investment (Norton, 2013), and will further be 
influenced by their social, academic and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986).  
 
Throughout their journey, family members may move from one place to another depending 
on their relationship with and use of the heritage language; and it is important that members 
RIWKHIDPLO\DUHDEOHWRFRPPXQLFDWHWKHLUFRQFHUQVDQGH[SHFWDWLRQV1RUWRQ¶VILUVW-
generation immigrants were moving towards the target language as an investment, in a 
unilateral pull that combined societal expectations, job prospects, and personal desire. This is 
also the case for some parents in this study. All but one of the parents interviewed moved to 
the UK as an education or economic migrant (one mother was 15 when she arrived in the UK 
with her parents). Therefore, the parents in the study had a vested interest in studying, 
working and living in England. Isolated from large heritage language communities, their 
interest coincided with a societal pull of outside influences, all moving in the same direction, 
with firm anchors (i.e. language competence in the first language) in place.  
)RUKHULWDJH ODQJXDJH OHDUQHUV WKLV µSXOO¶ LV QRW XQLGLUHFWLRQDO ± while society draws them 
heavily towards English language and culture, through school, access to media, 
environmental print, etc., families in the study went to extraordinary lengths to maintain and 
develop the heritage language againVW RU LQ VSLWH RI WKLV µSXOO¶ +RZHYHU DW SULPDU\ DJH
children may struggle to identify with a pragmatic need to learn the heritage language (e.g. 
future employment opportunities), and if both parents speak very good English, they may not 
feel an emotional need either, even if the parent does. 
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Therefore, friction can occur when family members view their position on the framework 
separately ± a child in the PP quadrant (peripheral/pragmatic) who views the heritage 
language as only peripherally convenient for practical reasons (such as a fuzzy notion of 
potential future travel) will struggle to understand the deep emotional need of a parent in the 
EE quadrant (essential/emotional). Their position will be further influenced by external 
circumstances ± school, access to resources, work pressures and family finances. This may 
mean that heritage language families occupy two spaces on the spectrum at once ± an 
µLGHDOLVWLF¶ space ± LQ UHODWLRQ WR WKHLU DWWLWXGHV DQG PRWLYDWLRQV DQG D µUHDOLVWLF¶ space in 
relation to finance, support, school, resources and time. A family might have an 
µHVVHQWLDO/emotional¶DWWLWXGHWRWKHLUKHULWDJHlanguage(s), yet due to circumstance may adopt 
DµSUDJPDWLFSHULSKHUDO¶RQe in terms of actual engagement, a friction which may, long-term, 
OHDGWRHPRWLRQDOGLVWUHVVDQGLQFKLOGUHQIRUPLQJDQLGHQWLW\EDVHGRQWKHµUHDOLVWLF¶ space, 
unaware of and unable WRHQJDJHZLWKWKHµLGHDOLVWLF¶ space parents may try to hold on to. 
 
Several mothers interviewed in this study occupied the EE quadrant (essential/emotional) of 
the framework. For them, the heritage language presents an essential aspect of their identity, 
which they seek to pass on to their children, and which impacts on emotional health and well-
being. However, examples of friction shared in this article illustrate that neither children not 
partners necessarily share the same quadrant, once again echoing %RXUGLHX¶VZDUQLQJ
that links between heritage and identity are not straightforward, and not uncontested 
(Blackledge and Creese, 2010). Examples of peripheral/emotional families may support the 
heritage language to connect with extended family, allowing their children to feel more 
comfortable during visits to the country where the heritage language is spoken, or for other 
emotional reasons, which do not necessarily link directly to their well-being. 
Peripheral/pragmatic families are more likely to support the heritage language for reasons 
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such as career prospects or social mobility, without strong emotional ties to the language 
itself. If there are no strong emotional or pragmatic needs present, this quadrant may 
particularly come into play where families combine multiple languages, and relate directly to 
the choices they make in relation to which language to support in the home, although further 
research is needed to fully understand these complexities. 
 
 
Limitations of the study 
 
The study achieved a good level of response from the target participant group, yet no study 
can claim to provide a comprehensive picture of the situation of heritage language families in 
an entire country. Due to the open distribution of the questionnaire, it is not possible to claim 
that the study sample is representative across the full socio-economic spectrum.  The sample 
was self-selective, and all participants had both the relevant English language skills and the 
technical skills to navigate the questionnaire. Future research, exploring views of specific 
language or cultural groups, including those of families where English is not spoken to a high 
level, and with a broader spread across socio-economic groups, would help augment the 
picture of heritage language families in the UK. Such studies may need to be conducted using 
face-to-face methods, to ensure a representative spread. Despite these limitations, the study 
provides original and detailed insights into the question of how isolated heritage language 
families living in England experience heritage language development, and these are 
significant to the field both in terms of policy and practice. 
 
Recommendations and future research 
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)DPLOLHV¶PRWLYHVDQGHPRWLRQVDURXQGWKHLUKHULWDJHODQJXDJHV 
)DPLOLHV UHSRUWHG WKDW WKH\ DFWLYHO\ IDFLOLWDWHG WKHLU FKLOGUHQ¶V KHULWDJH ODQJXDJH OHDUQLQJ
although parents¶ reasons for wanting their children to inherit their languages were rarely 
discussed within families. While Essential Pragmatic reasons for supporting and maintaining 
the heritage language will be apparent to children whose parents have a limited command of 
English, Essential Emotional reasons may be less well understood by children, especially is 
parents are highly competent users of English. This may make them more likely to question 
why the heritage language is important. At the age most participating children were at (early 
primary), economic advantages were not relevant to children, the only child who mentioned it 
(9-year-old French/British Lucas) acknowledged the potential advantages, but was also the 
most outspoken in his dislike of the heritage language. In this case, actively discussing 
emotions and motivations may help parents and children understand their attitudes towards 
the heritage language, and may also help professionals working with heritage language 
families to gain a better understanding of the issues and emotions involved. Three families 
reported that participation in the research had opened up new avenues for communication 
about the heritage language among the family members. 
 
 
The conceptual framework is derived from the study reported here and as such is an original 
contribution to the field. A further study is now needed, with a sample of languages, parental 
language skills, education background, and socio-economic background, to explore all four 
quadrants of the framework. 
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